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Tonal

Function
and Metrical Accent:
A Historical
Perspective William Caplin
One of the most interesting and contentious issues in modern music theory concerns the way in which functional harmonic progressions relate to the metrical organization of music. By functional harmonic progressions, I am referring primarily to the motion within a given tonal region between tonic and dominant harmonies (and occasionally, even tonic and subdominant). By metrical organization, I mean the moreor-less regularly alternating succession of accented and unaccented beats (also termed strong and weak beats) at one or more levels of musical structure. Now, at least one prominent theorist maintains that there is absolutely no inherent relation between a given harmonic progression and meter: Wallace Other theorists, however, believe that the innate stability of tonic harmony naturally associates it with metrical strength. Yet the analytical conclusions that these theorists draw from this harmonic-metric relationship vary widely. Some writers look to the progression of dominant to tonic as a major criterion for establishing metrical weight at higher levels of structure. For example, Carl Dahlhaus has argued that a theory of "metrische Qualitat" (metrical quality) is based upon the premise that "the weight of a measure is primarily founded in its harmonic function. The tonic should be valued as 'strong' and the dominant as 'weak.' "2 Dahlhaus illustrates this principle with the cadential progression tonic-subdominantdominant-tonic (Example 2). Inasmuch as the initial tonic chord can be viewed as a secondary dominant to the following subdominant harmony, the complete progression represents the metrical quality of weak-strong-weak-strong. Dahlhaus understands this correlation of harmony and meter to be an analytical norm against which irregular, though not nonsensical, passages can be identified.3 Sechter, Moritz Hauptmann, and Hugo Riemann, we can find important statements positing a definite connection between tonic harmony and metrical accent. The attempts of these theorists to describe and explain the complexities of this relationship form a fascinating chapter in the history of music theory, one whose contents I wish to outline here. To begin, let us then turn to the very founding of modern harmonic theory and examine the views of Jean-Philippe Rameau, who in his treatise Nouveau systeme de musique theorique introduces an important discussion of how meter can help define the tonal function of harmonic progressions.5 Rameau opens his remarks by observing that when we hear a single note as a fundamental bass, we also imagine at the same time its third and fifth. Furthermore, he claims that a fundamental bass not only generates a consonant triad, but also gives rise to a tonality.6 In isolation, an individual sound naturally functions as a ton principal or note tonique, and the triad that is built upon that note represents the tonal center of a key. Rameau is so convinced of the power of a single triad to express itself as a tonic that he extends this capability to the triads built on the two other fundamental tones of a key-the dominant and the subdominant-and thus concludes that "each of the three fundamental sounds that constitute a key can, as soon as each is heard as a fundamental, communicate to us, in its turn, the idea of its own tonality, since each of the sounds bears a consonant Beethoven, Sonata, op. 78 original idea, each of these consonant chords could be considered a tonic. On account of the effect of meter, though, only those triads on the first beat of the measure are perceived as tonics, whereas the chords on the upbeat of each measure function as subdominants or dominants within the keys defined by the tonics. At this point in his argument, Rameau now formalizes the notion that a tonic triad represents a point of repose by terming this moment a "cadence." The cadential chord is always a tonic, but the repose that it creates is made more-or-less complete by the harmony that precedes it. In the "perfect cadence," the tonic is preceded by the dominant; the sense of conclusion, of repose, is strongest because in descending a fifth (from the dominant to the tonic) the fundamental bass "returns to its source." In the "irregular cadences," the repose is less complete because the tonic is now preceded by the subdominant, whose fundamental bass lies a fifth below. To exemplify these two kinds of cadences and the significant role that meter plays in defining Now what are we to make of Rameau's statements and examples? It is evident that he posits a definite relationship between tonic harmony and metrical accent. And this relationship is meant to have a genuine musical significance insofar as meter has the power to clarify which harmony functions as a tonic in ambiguous situations involving consonant triads. But unfortunately, Rameau provides no explanation for this effect outside of a vague reference to a "greater perceptibility" that a chord acquires when it is placed on a metrically strong position. Furthermore, he ultimately makes little practical use of his appeal to meter in the resolution of tonal ambiguity, for as soon as he introduces the notion of dissonance into his harmonic system, the need for meter to help define tonality is largely eliminated. Inas9Rameau does not clearly specify the point at which the change of key occurs, but he implies that the new key is confirmed at the downbeat of the measure and that the preceding chord is reinterpreted as either a dominant (in perfect cadences) or subdominant (in irregular cadences). much as a dissonant chord lacks the necessary sense of repose to be a tonic, the composer can mitigate the potential tonic function of a given triad by adding to it a dissonance. And indeed, this structural function of dissonance becomes such an important part of his theory that Rameau does not find it necessary in any of his later treatises ever again to invoke the idea that meter can play a role in the expression of tonality. Nevertheless, despite Rameau's failure to provide any serious explanation for the phenomenon that he describes and the minimal application-either compositional or analytical-that he draws from his observations, his brief remarks on the relationship between tonal function and metrical accent in the Nouveau systeme represent a significant first attempt in the history of music theory to confront this difficult issue of harmonic-metric interaction. 0
Let us now examine how, later in the eighteenth century, the rather eccentric German theorist Georg Joseph (Abbe) Vogler goes much further than Rameau in relating harmonic progressions to meter. In attempting to discover the reason why a listener sometimes perceives a metrical interpretation that conflicts with the notated meter, that is, the meter indicated by the Just as ... the tonic takes precedence over its dominant in impression and strength on the ear, so too is the first eighth note stronger than the second, and the first quarter note stronger than the second, and the first half note or whole measure stronger than the second half note or whole measure. The tonic must thus belong to the strong beat and the dominant to a weak beat.11
Here then is a remarkable statement: Vogler describes both tonic harmony and metrical accent as possessing "emphasis" and "strength," and these common attributes provide the link between the two musical dimensions. Harmonic strength and weakness should correspond respectively with metrical strength and weakness; in passages where this relationship is wanting, "the ear must be offended."12 Needless to say, Vogler's rigid rule of composition can all too easily be refuted by the overwhelming evidence offered by actual practice, where composers are clearly not bound at all by Vogler's restriction on the placement of harmonies. But more interesting than this manifest weakness in Vogler's approach is the fact that when he tries to explain specific questions of harmonic and metrical theory or even to criticize passages from actual compositions, Vogler consistently misapplies his own principle of harmony and meter in some respect or another. To take just one example, he initially raises the question of how tonal function and meter relate while attempting to justify the traditional rule of setting the suspension dissonance on a strong metrical position.13 Comparing Examples 6a and 6b, Vogler notes that the former case violates the rule because the harmonies are poorly distributed within the measures: in the first place, the dominant arrives too early in measure one which, because it is an odd-numbered, and hence accented, measure, should contain only tonic harmony; in the second place, the tonic is incorrectly set on the second half of measure two, because this even-numbered, unaccented measure should be occupied only by dominant harmony. Moreover, the addition of dissonances, which "make the strongest impression on the ear," renders the poor effect of the misplaced harmonies all the more offensive.14 It can be questioned, however, whether Vogler has correctly accounted for the faulty placement of both the harmonies and the dissonances in Example 6a. The difficulty that Vogler encounters concerns the question of hierarchical levels, for it can be observed that whereas the alternation of tonic and dominant harmonies occurs at the level of the full measure, the succession of preparation, dissonance, and resolution occurs at the halfmeasure level. Any statement about the misplacement of chords at one level, however, will not necessarily pertain to the location of the dissonances at a lower level. This point can be seen by placing Vogler's corrected version, Example 6b, in the context of (say) an eight-measure phrase, such as that shown in Example 7. ates between entities that express a positive or negative unity. For example, within his theory of harmony, a major triad is considered to be positive, whereas a minor triad is negative (p. 34); likewise, within meter, a metrical unit made up of an accent followed by an unaccent is positive; however, the reverse sequence, that is, an upbeat motive, is negative (pp. 248-49). Like the previous relationship between harmonic intervals and metrical quantities, this new connection of major-minor modality with metrical accentuation is also purely conceptual, for a meaningful musical relationship here is inconceivable:
Hauptmann is in no way suggesting that downbeat metrical motives naturally occur in a major mode or that upbeat motives are more appropriately used in a minor mode.
When Hauptmann addresses the question of how harmonic progressions relate to metrical organization, he once again invokes the contrasting concepts of positive and negative, the latter of which he now terms a "relative":
The Unlike the fully abstract harmonic-metric connections discussed before, the relationship of triads and accentuation that 22"Die erste metrische Bestimmung ist aber die der Folge eines Ersten und Zweiten, eines Positiven und Relativen, des Accentuirten und Nichtaccentuirten: ..
Auch die Harmonie hat im Begriffe der Folge ihr Positives und Relatives. . .als die Beziehung eines Dominantaccords,-des
Ober-oder Unterdominant-dreiklang,-zu seinem tonischen Dreiklang . . ." (ibid., pp. 371-72). "Einem tonischen Accorde . . . entspricht direct das metrischPositive . . .; dem Accorde der Ober-oder Unterquint . . das metrischRelative . . ." (ibid., p. 376). Although Hauptmann simply asserts here that the tonic triad expresses a positive and that the upper and lower dominants ex-Hauptmann now draws can have a true musical realization, inasmuch as it is possible to associate these two musical phenomena directly with each other in a compositional context: a tonic harmony can be an accented event, and a dominant, an unaccented one. But as he continues with his discussion, Hauptmann insists that all combinations of triads and metrical positions are usable in a musical work. It is not "contradictory to rational meaning" if a harmonic relative is combined with a metrical positive, or vice versa (p. 372).
Clearly, Hauptmann realizes that an approach such as that taken by Vogler is false, because tonic harmonies are not confined to metrically strong positions. And Hauptmann is ever careful throughout his writings to avoid making claims that contradict musical practice; indeed, he is so cautious in this respect that it becomes difficult to assess the actual musical significance of the relationship that he finds between tonal function and meter. On the one hand, Hauptmann may understand this relationship to be merely conceptual and thus implying no musical realization whatsoever; on the other hand, he might be hinting that the varying metrical placements of harmony and melody produce a perceived aesthetic effect based upon a normative connection of tonic harmony and accent. This idea is suggested when he notes that whereas the metrical placement of triads may be unrestricted, the effect that they have in relation to meter is not merely neutral: press a relative, he provides no additional justification or explanation for his claim. Indeed, he does not once refer to this meaning of the triads in the entire first part of his treatise devoted to harmony. Rather, in a chapter on "The Major Key," he shows how an individual triad represents unity, how the relationship of this triad to its upper and lower dominants represents opposition, and how the emergence of this triad as a tonic of a key represents unity of opposition (pp. 25-30). Furthermore, in chapters on the progressions of chords and on the cadence, Hauptmann discusses the dialectical meanings of individual notes within the chords but makes no reference to the meanings of triads as a whole. Consequently, Hauptmann's assertion that the tonic harmony is a positive, to which the upper and lower dominants are relative, comes as an entirely new idea, one that he does not integrate into his general theory of harmony.
The same series of consonant chords may assume metrically the most varied forms and, thereby, can also be most manifoldly different with respect to their inner meaning. . . . And if we continue with further triads in more advanced metrical formations ... we may be led to the greatest diversity of harmonic-metric meaning.23
Unfortunately, Hauptmann does not spell out what such an "inner meaning" of harmony and meter might be. Again, this meaning may be purely conceptual, in the sense of the common meaning shared by an octave and duple meter or that by a major triad and a downbeat motive. But it is also possible that Hauptmann has in mind a more specifically musical meaning, one that informs a harmonic progression at the time that it obtains a metrical interpretation. In other words, Hauptmann may very well be suggesting that we perceive varying aesthetic effects arising out of the many metrical arrangements of triads. And thus by specifically relating metrical accent with tonic harmony as expressing a "positive unity," the placement of this harmony on that metrical position can be regarded as a kind of harmonicmetric norm against which other combinations, ones that are nonetheless musically intelligible and aesthetically pleasing, can be distinguished. Unfortunately, Hauptmann's remarks remain at such a high level of abstraction that a definite conclusion about the true musical significance of his ideas cannot be made on the sole evidence of his text.
One thing is certain though: Hauptmann himself may have been reluctant to draw musical conclusions from the logical relationship that he had established, but his most important successor, Hugo Riemann, had no such hesitation. Indeed, Riemann launches his career as a music theorist by reformulating Hauptmann's abstract conceptions into more specifically 26"Strengenommen ist das aber keine Hervorhebung, sondern nur ein Hervortreten; ... Bei ruhigem und vollig leidenschaftslosem Fortgange des Akkordwechsels ist also die These, die erste Tonika das uns sich zunachst Einpragende, welches deshalb von uns lieb gewonnen und zuriickverlangt wird .... Ich mochte den As Riemann develops this idea of thetic accent in the course of his essay, there are some indications that this logical relationship between tonic and accent may be purely abstract in a Hauptmannian sense.27 But a closer examination of Riemann's description suggests that he might also be referring to a genuinely musical connection of harmony and meter. By mentioning the "peaceful and fully emotionless" progressions of chords most appropriate to a "strict church style," Riemann seems to be describing a performance situation that avoids any kind of outside accentuation that might be imparted by the performer. Under such circumstances, the tonic chord "impresses itself upon us," and we "desire its return." In other words, Riemann specifies the appropriate conditions under which the tonic harmony itself would create, so to speak, its own metrical accentuation. This idea is further implied by Riemann's explicit prefer- counters a problem confronted by Rameau at the very beginning of harmonic theory: how can the tonal center of a progression of harmonies be determined? And like his French predecessor, Riemann appeals to the force of meter for defining tonic function in cases of ambiguous harmonic progressions: "We must therefore come to the conclusion that in the case of all two-chord progressions, the metrical accentuation decides which chord is to be considered the actual tonic."29 As an example, he compares two different metrical settings of the same chord progression (Example 9) and notes that in the first case, the F-major triad is accented and thus becomes the tonic in relation to the other chords; whereas in the second case, the unaccented F triad is merely a "chord of mediation" and the entire progression should be understood in C major.
Example 9. After Riemann, Musikalische Syntaxis, p. 82 The accented beat . . . always has precedence over the unaccented one;. . . that is, the unaccented beat appears to follow or precede the accented one and thus to be related to it; the accented beat has a similar meaning to the tonic chord in a harmonic progression. It is therefore conceivable that a progression appears more easily understandable if the tonic chord occurs on an accented beat.30
It is interesting to observe that Riemann no longer speaks of any special emphasis associated with an accented beat and tonic harmony, but instead now refers to the common meaning shared by these phenomena. He thus continues strongly in the tradition of Hauptmann by appealing to categories of musical comprehension, but even more than his predecessor, Riemann suggests that this relationship of tonic harmony and metrical accent is an aesthetic norm, one that has at least a minimal application in composition and analysis.
Unfortunately, Riemann develops his idea no further and does not really clarify how this principle of harmony and meter is to function within a more comprehensive analytical system. Indeed, in some of his later writings, he seems to reverse his position entirely on the relationship of harmony and accentuation. In his major study on principles of musical phrasing, Musikalische Dynamik und Agogik, Riemann proposes that the fundamental dynamic of the "metrical motive" consists first of a steady growth, a becoming, a "positive development." This is then followed by a passing away, a dying off, a "negative development."31 In more concrete musical terms, the metrical motive contains a fluctuation in tonal intensity characterized by a crescendo to a "dynamic climax" and a subsequent decre- scendo. When Riemann turns to the issue of how harmonic progressions are to be expressed dynamically, we learn that the motion from a tonic to a dominant represents a harmonic becoming, a positive development, and that the return back to the tonic is a passing away, a negative development. Thus, "the simple connection of both factors must be the crescendo for the harmonic positive and diminuendo for the harmonic negative."32 As illustrated in Example 10, the dominant harmony is therefore directly associated with the dynamic climax of a metrical motive. dynamic climax is meant to represent a metrical accent, then the relation between harmony and meter presented here is exactly the opposite of that proposed in his earlier works, where the tonic harmony, not the dominant, is linked to the accented beat of a metrical unit. Has Riemann now completely changed his view? Or can some way be found to reconcile these apparently opposing positions? I believe that further examination reveals an answer to these questions.
Despite the strong evidence suggesting that the "dynamic climax" is Riemann's reformulation of the traditional "metrical accent," he discusses a number of anomalous situations that point to a fundamental incongruity of these two concepts. For example, in his treatment of syncopation, Riemann first raises the possibility of "displacing" the dynamic climax away from the event following the bar line (p. 52), and he returns to this idea of dynamic displacement when considering the effects of harmony. Thus, in some of his examples (Example 11), the dynamic climax, which is associated with the dominant harmony, is moved back from the metrical accent, and Riemann does not suggest at all that this displacement in any way upsets the basic metrical organization, as indicated by the bar lines.34
Thus we could perhaps conclude that, despite a number of statements to the contrary, Riemann's theory of dynamic shading is not a theory of meter at all, in that it is not a theory of metrical accent, but rather that it is exclusively a theory of performance. Therefore, the relationship that he draws between harmony and dynamics must not be compared in the same terms with his earlier speculations on the connection between tonal function and metrical accent. In fact, the two apparently conflicting positions actually complement each other: if tonic harmony naturally expresses itself as metrically accented, or at least possesses some intrinsic accentuation, then it is unnecessary, and perhaps even undesirable, for the performer to add 34Riemann has added the crescendo-decrescendo signs to these examples in order to indicate his understanding of their dynamic shading. tonic that is used by the composer to determine, or at least to articulate decisively, the intended metrical accent.
The views of Hugo Riemann, which represent the most complex attitude toward this issue, also lie between the two extreme positions mentioned before. Starting his career with rather abstract Hauptmannian principles of musical logic, Riemann develops an incipient notion of tonal function as an expression of metrical accent, one that recalls Sechter's concern with the metrical articulation of harmonic progressions. Riemann then applies this idea more concretely along lines suggested by Rameau, whereby metrical placement is seen as decisive for clarifying an ambiguous tonal function. Finally, in his theory of musical phrasing, Riemann seems to contradict this relationship between harmony and meter by associating the dominant harmony, not the tonic, with the dynamic climax of a metrical motive. I suggested, however, that insofar as dynamic climax is not a determinant of metrical accent, then Riemann's apparently conflicting views can actually be regarded as compatible, whereby the inherent accentuation of tonic harmony is balanced by a performed accentuation of dominant harmony.
To conclude, the historical evidence clearly indicates that although some of the most important theorists of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries recognized a significant relationship between tonic harmonic function and metrical accentuation, they achieved little consensus on the nature of this relationship and the musical consequences-be they compositional, analytical, or generally aesthetical-that follow from it. And as noted at the very beginning of this study, this lack of general agreement continues to haunt present-day inquiries as well. I would hope, then, that this examination of the historical record might help to throw into relief some of the many problems that remain to be solved and to stimulate further investigation into this controversial issue of music theory.
